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Contemplative Approaches to Learning and Living 
I’m Karolyn Kinane, Professor of English and project manager for Contemplative 
Communities cluster project.  
The sessions I attended yesterday outlined some fabulous models for what we want 
our students to be.  
(Slide)  
Discuss Gen Ed. Enterprising or Growth Mindset.  
 
So, HOW can we do these things? What could a pedagogy look like that would 
cultivate these ways of being?  
I want to offer you one potential approach to teaching that has helped me to 
foreground these attributes,  
(Click) An approach that has transformed my understanding of my discipline 
as a way to make meaning and not as the locus of meaning itself.  
 
In our time together, we will (Slide)  
discuss a brief overview,  
consider our individual relationship to these habits of mind,  
explore the role of our discipline or program in meaning-making,  
and finally, consider how to bring this theory into practice with our students.  
 
First, let’s take a moment to arrive.  
Introduce yourself to someone near you.  
Next, eyes opened or closed meditation.  
Take a moment to notice quality of your mind. Past, future, present. What is 
the activity of the mind—judging, naming, .Emotional Resistance, 
expectations, curiosity. Attitude. Physical comfort, discomfort.  
Take a bit of time to write—not to be shared with others, just for ourselves, to
 identify where we are at.  
Invite you to come back to stillness together, to notice the breath, to bring the mind 
right here right now, and see if you can feel for tapping into a receptive, open 
disposition.  
Try to let go of expectations, to set aside for an hour or so for us to be
 together, exploring new terrain openly, compassionately,  with no aim other
 than, perhaps, understanding.  
One way to do this is notice the sounds around you. The temperature, your
 breath.  
 
Turn to the people near you again, and simply say hello, maybe shake hands if you 
are comfortable with that.  
Slide: Contemplative:  
You may be familiar with the three parts of education—content, skills, and 
dispositions needed for success.  
Contemplative is a disposition or way of being that is Marked by Presence
 and Receptivity, qualities our opening meditation brought to our attention.  
 
Presence is bringing the attention here and now.  
This sometimes takes noticing and honoring where else our attention is or
 wants to go.  
I believe precence is a loving act we can do for one another and a habit that
 we can practice to more fully engage in our work with one another.  
  Presence is a challenge to our busy, active minds that may wish to 
  leap to the past or the future, to analyzing, projecting, or ruminating.  
It is also sometimes called “mindfulness.”  
Receptivity is a pretty vulnerable state wherein we are open to learning, 
understanding, to being emotionally and iintellectually stirred, to being 
transformed.  
 Receptivity is a challenge to our desire to control, to critique, to resist, to act 
  upon, or even to ignore.  
And It can be very challenging to adopt a contemplative disposition towards a 
situation, person, assignment, task, problem, or text.  
It takes practice.  
But as we practice, a contemplative disposition can complement our powers of
 critical thinking and creativity to help us move through problems and 
  situations with awareness and compassion.   
And if I had to identify a goal for contemplative approaches to living and learning,
 it would be that: to increase awareness and compassion.  
Awareness of the self and other, compassion for the self and other.  
And just a note here: (Click) Contemplative approaches are vastly different from 
competitive approaches. They do not train us to compete for scarce resources, for 
jobs or money. Rather, they train us to lovingly understand our world and 
ourselves so that we may serve. .  
 
(Slide) Practice: 
Like critical thinking and creativity, a contemplative disposition can be brought to
 any discipline, any problem, any relationship. Like critical thinking and
 creativity, it takes practice.  
Which is why I’d like to start with ourselves before turning to our students in the
 final part of our time together.  
If we want our students to be (Click) patient, thoughtful, curious, open, reflective,
 compassionate, deliberate—if we want them to feel a sense of agency, to be
 able to adapt to change, to be self starters, to have follow through,  
…We need to cultivate these aspects of ourselves.  
And so I will ask us to look at three related parts of our lives. Get paper and pen.  
(Slide) 
1. Where and how do we practice presence, awareness, or mindfulness? 
a. That is: How often or in what cicumstances do you check in with 
yourself to see how you feel, where you’re at, to “land”? Because we 
can be bringing all kinds of unnecessary baggage to the task at hand 
without even realizing it. My rash emails.  
This is about noticing all of the physical, mental, and emotional stuff you 
may be carrying from your previous experiences or projecting on to this 
one.  
About noticing your agency and self regulation. (Write) 
 
2. do we practice receptivity—openness to what arises,  
a. That is—how often do you pursue a thing for the sake of the thing  
b. How often do you wonder, wander, do you have goal-less 
experiences?  
c. When do you allow the world to work upon you? When do you have 
the space to respond easily to what arises or presents itself? 
 
This is about being able to notice when someone needs help.  
Or an opportunity to learn something, or have your mind changed 




3. What are our processes for reflection?  
a. That is, How do you create occasions to pause in your critical thinking 
and creativity, in your production and consumption of information and 
data,  
This is about identifying that which is most deeply meaningful to you,  
And evaluating how well your actions and values line up. 
(Write) 
Small group— 
Then, ideas, intention going forward for any one of these. Specific, reasonable.  
 
 Introduce tree of contemplative practices.  
 
I. Disciplinary/program 
(Slide) Now I’d like us to move from examining ourselves as individuals to our 
beliefs about our programs and disciplines.  
There has been a lot of talk about relevance—about making materials and 
experiences relevant to students’ lives, particularly in terms of career goals. 
 Unfortunately, the rhetoric of relevance can often move us into the future: 
you want to be a teacher, you will need to know how to teach. You want to be a 
salesperson, you will need to know how to sell, you want to be a nurse, you need to 
know these things I’m telling you.  
 Ellen Langer and others have shown how fruitless and even dangerous it 
can be to hinge our teaching on “you might need this later.” And so,   
I’d like to shift the semantics a bit and ask us to think about meaning, rather than 
relevance. That is, how is this material or experience meaningful to students’ lives.  
 This shift can move us fromm private, individual benefit to collective, 
  social good.  
In fact, I would say that the capacity for meaning-making is a really awesome job
 skill and life skill— 
imagine if you had practice encountering texts, people, and situations that 
  seemed strange or boring and we’d be tempted to disengage.  
But if we have practiced meaning-making, practiced approaching things lovingly,
 with curiosity, with our emotions and intellects stirred rather than
 pretending at objectivity—what a way to increase motivation, self-starting,
 follow through, agency, and flexibility! 
So before we talk about students making meaning in our classes, let’s do some 
meaning-making and reflection of our own.  
It may have been a while, for some of us, since we have had to explore our field, 
program, service or discipline to identify why it is important (to you—not to 
funders, clients, bosses, etc.) (Click) 
1. Why is (insert discipline/program here) important? (Write) 
And then, be a two year old—Why? Why? Why?     
WRITE 
 
(Slide) So—English. What do we do and why? 
What we do: Read write and talk about medieval and renaissance literature.  
Why: To identify themes, trends, and issues across time 
Why: to Recognize conventions, influence, and cultural strutures 
Why: To learn about ourselves and the past.  
Why: To engage in respectful dialogue.  
Why: To articulate ideas clearly.  
Why: To engage compassionately with the self and other.  
Why: To imagine alternative ways of living and being.  
Why: To collaborate.  
Why: To learn respect for others, to be open to learning from others—historical or 
cultural others.  
Why: to be able to change ourselves and our world 
 
Pause, small group talk. Ideas for further reflection or moving forward.  
 
(Slide) 
And so, develop a statement for yourself for #3. 
 
II. Students. (Slide) 
Like critical thinking and creativity, a contemplative disposition can be brought to 
any discipline, any problem, any relationship. 
I’ll just touch on three “hows” now that illustrate how we can bring this process to 
our students.  
1. (Click) mindful moments.  
Any class we’re in or interaction we are having can take a moment to pause,
 regroup, become present, notice what arises and where the mind is, and in
 fact several faculty have been doing these practices regularly in classes for a
 few years.  
 There is lots of research and lots of resources available for bringing these 
mindful or meditative moments into our interactions with students.  
2. Contemplative angles to existing activities: 
Specifically in terms of classes, contemplative approaches can be applied to many
 activities we already do—reading, writing, speaking, listening, conducting
 research.   
Just think of this difference—we can take students out to a pond and ask 
  them to identify XY and Z.  
We can also take students out to a pond and ask them what they notice.  
The first has specific goals and is “closed” one might say, while the second asks
 students to practice receptivity—to notice openly rather than looking
 specifically.  
We can leave room for emergent outcomes.  
We can be surprised by what students bring.  
Similarly, a contemplative discussion does not include debate with the goal of
 proving your point right and winning. There is a place for that. We do that in
 my classes,  
but we also engage in collaborative meaning-making, in seeking
 understanding with no resolution, no right or wrong,  
but instead we seek a deeper, more nuanced, and maybe contradictory 
  experience with the subject we are studying as well as the fellow 
  humans in our room with us.  
But a tolerance for that ambiguity, rather than an insistence on our own
 rightness, can help us understand the human condition as opposed to
 promoting our own mastery.  
So, we can modify existing classroom experiences.   
 
What makes such things “contemplative” is the disposition and goal—a
 disposition of presence and receptivity,  
with a goal understanding, and I would add, loving (though not everyone is 
  comfortable with this word).  
This would be in contrast to, say reading a text with suspicion or exploring a 
biological organism to learn how to gain mastery over it.  
Those approaches have their place—I’m simply illustrating how a
 contemplative approach is distinct from other kinds of approaches and can
 be a useful complement.  
3. (Click) Valueing the role of reflection and meaning-making .  
 
a. (Click) In our interactions with students, we can create a community where 
pausing, reflecting, reassessing, and asking the big questions is just part 
of what we do.  
Think about the pace of your courses, of your conversations. Where are you 
  pausing to reflect and re-assess? Where are they doing so? 
b. (Click) We can also develop assignments where students engage in
 meaning-making, where they can use using disciplinary terms,
 methods, and materials to explore at some level what it is to be
 human, what it means to be alive, why and how they make
 decisions, the impact of their thoughts, speech and actions (on the
 environment, their wellness, the economy, or whatever your
 discipline or program privileges). 
 
 So I would ask us to consider: 
How can your discipline, your course, your assignment, your 
programming, help students engage this line of questioning?  
What’s attractive, appealing, useful, and interesting to you about your 
  area?  
What makes your role in higher education meaningful to you and to  
  society? 
When we keep those notions foregrounded, we’re engaging in a kind of collective




(Slide) so if this method of “how” resonates with you, I will ask that you stay
 connected to the Contemplative communities Cluster project.  
Go through slide,  
and I also want to highlight “Practice”.  
Students need to be engaged in their education for it to work.  
You’re not going to get full by reading a cookbook—you have to make the 
  food.  
You won’t get stronger buying a gym membership—you actually have to 
  work out.  
And so it is with contemplative practices—you have to actually practice,  
We create habits of awareness by doing awareness.   
 
 
And so in closing, (Slide) I’ll point out how teaching—in and outside of the
 classroom—is a contemplative practice.  
I hope this workshop provided a structure for seeing how we can move from
 contemplation to action,  
from the individual to the collective.  
(Click) If you’re interested in an immersive experience to transform your work
 in Student Affairs or Academic Affairs, I recommend the summer session. 
  
Questions.  
 
